Was du ererbt von deinen Vätern hast, Erwirb es, um es zu besitzen. -Goethe, Faust 1
The Castle of Otranto as "Nec-romance"
Psychoanalysis formalized the principle of an intrapsychic unconscious determinism as the source of the existence and specificity of the subject. A subject constantly negotiates between repression and a return of the repressed. But Freud himself had the intuition that the psyche was more than a monadic entity. In Totem and Taboo in particular, the hypothesis of psychic transmission is envisaged in the form of cultural inheritance. A culture survives on the transmission of taboos for instance, and Freud sees the subject's superego as also partly socially and culturally inherited. The subject is an intersubject, a subject in a group, at the same time an independent entity and a mere link in the chain of generations. But, if at the origin of the individual psyche and of the constitution of the self, there is always, in part, another or others, then the subject must be seen as inheriting not simply a cultural identity but also the repressed of his culture. That a subject is shaped by the desires and the unconscious of those who, like the parents in the first place, nourish and determine his sense of self through identification and projection is a key intuition at the core of the work of French psychoanalysts Abraham and Torok on the one hand and Laplanche on the other hand. Their research concentrates precisely on this shift in transgenerational transmission from the communicated to the incommunicable and the ghostly. 2 Nothing is ever abolished that does not resurface in one way or another in the shape of an enigma, a sign or a phantomatic presence in a later generation. For Freud already, transgenerational transmission included a dimension of "haunting," as one inherits the desire and unsaid that are part of the unconscious of another. 3 But the concepts of secret (for Abraham and Torok) and of enigmatic signifier for Laplanche clearly show that, in the perspective of an intersubjective psyche, the subject inherits a defect in the transmission, a gap, a foreclosed meaning rather than a message, however cryptic. Unless it is worked through, a trauma, a secret will be passed to the next generation in the form of phobia, gestures, incomprehensible symptoms that do not emerge from individual experience but are the result of unconscious transmissions. The subject feels as if he were spoken through. He becomes a "phantom carrier," the mere conveyor of unconscious messages beyond the scope of his own individual life.
Alienated in the psyche of another or several others, the "subject" of the Gothic and the Fantastic represents the most extreme example of the hypothesis of an intersubjective production of the psyche. The Gothic, as Leslie Fiedler remarks, can best be seen as a "pathological symptom rather than a proper literary movement." 4 The Gothic exhibits its texts as mere case studies on the question of inheritance and transmission in particular through the endless reworking of illegitimacy as a "self-conscious trope of secrecy" 5 that ultimately signs the demise of the subject as an autonomous individual. Illegitimacy is the symptom of all transgenerational haunting conceived as the gaps left within us by the secrets of others. Haunting is primarily the unconscious transmission of an unsayable, unnameable secret, which, like the secret of an unnameable, unacknowledged child, is passed from generation to generation. Most ghost stories are centered on the theme of family inheritance and dynasty, with the ghost, a vestige from another time, haunting the castle, either in the role of claimant or protector of the title.
6 This theme is in fact the impetus behind the Gothic as Horace Walpole defines it in the programmatic "Preface to the First Edition" of The Castle of Otranto. 7 The Gothic is concerned primarily with the way "the sins of the fathers are visited on their children to the third or fourth generation." 8 "Although," as Helene Moglen reminds us, "The Castle of Otranto is ostensibly a political fiction that advocates legitimate succession and the reinstatement of an older socioeconomic order, it is essentially concerned (like all gothic novels) with intrafamilial relations that determine the origins and development of the self." 9 But, in Walpole's fiction, the origin of the self is precisely what proves questionable in a text that stages issues of legitimacy in order to undermine legitimacy. The Gothic enacts the idea of transgenerational haunting.
